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        Thursday, September 8, 2022

        Nine days until the wedding…

      

      

      Brantley Walker stepped out of the shower and wrapped a towel around his hips. The mirror over the vanity drew his attention with the big 9 drawn in the condensation on the glass.

      He grinned. Nine days until he would be marrying the man he loved. They’d finally reached single digits, and it looked like Reese was starting to take note of the countdown. He liked this. It was … unexpected. The guy was creative. He’d give him that. Not to mention, he had an uncanny ability to make Brantley smile.

      Indeed, there was a week and some change left before they stood with Pastor Bob and said their vows before their family and friends. And Brantley couldn’t fucking wait.

      Of course, the vow writing hadn’t gone quite as well as he’d hoped. Although he’d told Reese he would happily write his vows if that were what the man wanted to do, Brantley’d secretly hoped Reese would take the easy route. He should’ve known better. Now, he was getting down to the wire and hadn’t written a single word.

      He would, though. At some point, the words would just come to him, and he’d know exactly what he wanted to say.

      Not bothering with clothes, Brantley headed for the kitchen. He knew he would find Reese there because that was the routine. They went for their morning run, showered, then had breakfast. Since Brantley had mastered the art of burning water, Reese preferred to cook, and Brantley honestly couldn’t blame the guy. Then again, Brantley would be satisfied eating fast food from morning to night. Not because he preferred it but because it was easier. Since Reese enjoyed his meals with far less cholesterol—his words—they didn’t eat out much unless they were working a case and it saved time or simply to get out of the house.

      Brantley padded down the hallway that emptied into the living room. When he reached it, he kept going, heading straight for Reese.

      “Did you want bacon with your—” Reese’s words died on his tongue when he turned.

      The man’s eyes heated instantly. It was a phenomenon that made Brantley’s cock thicken even more. He wouldn’t deny that he fucking loved the admiration on Reese’s face when he looked at him.

      “You realize JJ and Baz are probably gonna stop by?” Reese asked, his gaze snagging on the towel.

      “I’m wearin’ as much as you are.”

      “I’ve got shorts on.”

      “And I’ve got a towel.”

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      It was clear Reese had to work to get his gaze to eye level as Brantley neared.

      “Plus, it’s Thursday. She’s got a doctor’s appointment,” Brantley assured him. “They won’t come by.”

      Reese swallowed hard when Brantley closed the distance between them, pressing his chest to Reese’s. Bare skin to bare skin.

      “She might. She’s antsy. There are only nine days until⁠—”

      Brantley silenced Reese’s response by leaning in, letting his lips hover directly over his. He kissed him softly, licking at his lower lip until Reese’s lips parted.

      Pausing, he said, “You were saying?”

      “I don’t remember,” Reese whispered.

      That was the encouragement he needed to press his mouth to Reese’s. He kissed him. Slow. Deep. Brantley groaned when Reese’s hands joined the party, his fingers curling around Brantley’s sides before slowly sliding lower. Brantley’s cock jerked, desperately anticipating the feel of Reese’s hands on him. He didn’t disappoint, easily loosening the towel and letting it fall to the floor. When his long, strong fingers curled around his shaft, Brantley gasped, releasing Reese’s mouth but not moving away.

      “I love it when you do that,” he groaned softly, rocking his hips, gently fucking Reese’s fist until his dick was thick and throbbing.

      Reese continued to stroke him as Brantley trailed his lips along the stubble lining Reese’s jaw. He inhaled the clean, musky scent of Reese’s skin on his way to his neck, where he paused to kiss and suck, earning a soft rumble from Reese as the man grabbed Brantley’s ass, holding him close while he stroked Brantley’s cock.

      “Brantley…”

      “I can’t get enough of you,” Brantley admitted, nipping Reese’s shoulder.

      No truer words had ever been spoken. Since the day he met this man, his libido had kicked into high gear, his RPMs revving higher and higher with each passing day. He didn’t understand it, but he’d stopped trying to because Reese Tavoularis was the only man who’d ever made him feel like this. Out of control and untethered while at the same time securely planted on the ground.

      Still leaning against him, Brantley managed to push Reese’s shorts down his hips, freeing his cock. He smiled when Reese gasped, the sound going straight to Brantley’s dick.

      His mouth found Reese’s again as he batted Reese’s hand away. Brantley took over, stroking them both, their shafts rubbing as he worked them closer and closer to the edge.

      “Oh, fuck,” Reese hissed. “Keep it up, I’m gonna come.”

      “That’s the plan.” He kissed him some more, licking at Reese’s mouth while he succumbed to the pleasure he got simply from being with this man.

      Reese’s hips jerked, and he stumbled. He grabbed for the counter to hold himself up, and that, too, went right to Brantley’s head. He loved that he could knock him off-balance with a simple touch.

      When Reese leaned back, using his arms to keep himself upright, Brantley stopped.

      “Get on the counter,” he commanded, not stepping back.

      Reese managed to hop onto the kitchen island, his legs dangling over the edge, his shorts sliding down further. Brantley didn’t hesitate, taking Reese’s cock in his mouth.

      Reese’s groan echoed in the open space as he palmed Brantley’s head, urging him, using him.

      “Oh, fuck … oh … fuck…” Reese’s hips bucked. “Oh, shit. Suck me. Yes. Fuck … yes.”

      Brantley used his hand and his mouth in tandem, worshipping Reese’s cock until the man was gasping and hissing, his cock twitching against his lips. He was close.

      He teased the head, aiming for the sensitive spot he knew would send Reese over.

      Reese cried out, his hand tightening on Brantley’s head a second before he groaned, “I’m comin’, Brantley. Oh, fuck, I’m comin’.”

      Brantley drank him down, taking his time to savor every drop before standing tall and taking a few steps back, bumping against the counter behind him. He stroked himself while Reese watched; those honey-gold eyes zeroed in on the jerk of his hand as he worked himself closer to climax.

      Reese bit his lower lip, and that was all Brantley needed to reach the inevitable pinnacle. He came in his hand, grunting as the man he loved observed.

      When he was spent, he remained where he was, gasping for air.

      “What did I do to deserve that?” Reese asked.

      “You breathed.”

      Chuckling, Reese hopped down from the counter, yanking his shorts back up before retrieving Brantley’s towel.

      Expecting Reese to toss it at him, he grinned when the man did the honor of cleaning him before their lips locked one more time.

      “I love you,” Reese mumbled against his mouth.

      “I love you, too.” Brantley smirked. “Nine days, and you’re mine forever.”
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      Reese pulled back and met Brantley’s gaze. “I’ve been yours since the day we met, Navy boy.”

      “You have, haven’t you?” Brantley teased.

      “Will you get dressed now?” he replied, grinning from ear to ear.

      He did that a lot these days. More so over the past week, ever since they got their marriage license. For whatever reason, that had been a significant milestone in this journey Reese found himself on.

      Of course, one week from this Saturday would be the ultimate milestone, and Reese wouldn’t pretend he wasn’t counting down along with Brantley. He’d already planned out how he would do it. Tomorrow, he would make Brantley pancakes and sausage patties. He would place the sausage on the pancakes and lay them out on the plate to form the number 8. The next day, he intended to hang Tesha’s leash on the wall in the shape of a 7. He hadn’t yet decided what to do for six, but when the time came, he would know.

      “As I was saying before you so rudely interrupted,” Reese joked, moving toward the refrigerator. “Did you want bacon with your eggs?”

      Brantley barked a laugh. “Sure. Bacon sounds about perfect right now.”

      “Get dressed, will you? That much temptation shouldn’t be allowed first thing in the mornin’.” Reese was only partially teasing. A naked Brantley was almost impossible to resist. So much so that Reese had learned it was a wasted effort to try.

      “Fine,” Brantley grumbled and left him to make breakfast.

      He returned a few minutes later wearing his usual cargo pants and T-shirt.

      “Your mom texted a little while ago,” Reese told him. “To remind us we’re havin’ dinner at their house tonight.”

      “She texted you and not me?”

      Reese laughed, glancing at Brantley over his shoulder. “She knows I’ll promptly respond.”

      “Hey. I respond. It just takes me a little while.”

      “Three days?” According to Iris, that was Brantley’s average response time.

      In all fairness, they did have a lot going on. Not only were they dealing with the final wedding details, they had cases they were trying to focus on. Earlier this week, the San Marcos police department reached out to see if they could assist with a ten-year-old cold case. Declining to assist was not something they were prone to do, so Reese had taken Slade with him to discuss the case with the original detective assigned to find the fifteen-year-old girl who had gone missing from a movie theater.

      In the end, they’d agreed to take it on, and that was when Reese realized their team was too small to handle the workload.

      “Did you give any thought to our conversation the other day?” he asked Brantley as he cracked four eggs into a bowl and then proceeded to whisk them with a fork.

      Brantley poured coffee into a mug. “And which conversation might that be? I’ve slept since the other day.”

      “Hirin’ another team of investigators.”

      Brantley carried his mug around to the other side of the island and took a seat on one of the stools. “You want two teams who’ll focus on the cold cases.”

      “Correct.” It seemed like a logical solution.

      When they worked on urgent cases, they tended to take the entire team with them to assist. That was necessary if the person had been missing for less than 72 hours. It bettered their chances of finding them, and they had a perfect track record for current cases. But for them to accommodate, they had to drop everything they were working on to be present and accounted for. Hence, the reason he wanted to expand.

      After their last couple of cases—JJ’s kidnapping and Uncle Toby’s disappearance—it had become apparent that six was a good number. Especially when that was comprised of their current team members.

      Atticus James, Slade Elliott, and Evan Vaughn were good at their jobs and had a lot of experience between them. Atticus and Slade were former bounty hunters, which gave them the unique skill of finding people who didn’t want to be found. And Evan was a former homicide detective who’d worked for years hunting a serial killer. Once they hired a partner for Atticus, they would have a solid team to work on active cases.

      And then there was Sebastian Buchanan—known to everyone as Baz—who currently held the title of organizer. They could always call on him when they needed assistance.

      That left Charlotte Miller and Jay Hernandez, both of whom preferred to stay close to home because of family obligations. They didn’t balk when asked to travel, but it would be easier for them if they could control their schedule better. Unfortunately, asking them to manage the majority of cold cases wasn’t an option. Sure, they had Holly Switzer, who’d gone from being JJ’s assistant to their newest investigator in a very short time. As well as a top-notch analyst like Rebecca Richter. But even with their help, it was too much work. Which was why Reese wanted to hire two more. Maybe even four more. Only he didn’t want to be the one responsible for doing it.

      “Did you talk to Z?” Brantley asked.

      “Briefly.” He poured the eggs into the hot skillet, using a spatula to move them around.

      “And?”

      “He told me to prove the need for more people,” he answered, grabbing bacon slices and placing them in a separate skillet to fry.

      “Can you?”

      “Considering we’ve closed eight cold cases in the past twelve months, I think it’s a no-brainer. The police departments pay for our services.”

      And they were charging a relatively hefty fee at this point. Considering their close rate was so high, it only made sense.

      Reese put the eggs on their plates while the bacon popped and crackled.

      “True.” Brantley took a sip of coffee. “Do you have anyone in mind?”

      That was the hard part. “No.”

      As it was, they were having difficulty finding an adequate partner for Atticus. Evan had been in charge of interviewing the handful of candidates they had, plus a few Sniper 1 Security employees who were interested in transferring from Dallas. It wasn’t that they couldn’t find people with the skills. They could. Finding people who meshed well with the team tripped Reese up. They were a diverse group, and they liked it that way. Plus, the team they had now worked well together. Reese didn’t want to disrupt their current flow.

      “You know how I feel about it,” Brantley said, adding a “Thanks” when Reese handed him his plate.

      “I can do whatever I want,” Reese said—mocking Brantley’s tone—because that was always Brantley’s response. Plus, Brantley would be the first to say that he wanted to work cases, not get bogged down with the operational bullshit, yet he somehow found himself doing precisely that.

      “I think it’s a logical plan,” Brantley noted around a mouthful of eggs. “And I’ll support whatever you want, but you need to delegate this to someone else.”

      Reese used a fork to pull the bacon from the skillet, placing two slices on Brantley’s plate. “Delegate what, exactly?”

      “The whole of it. Running the teams, managing the office. Someone else can handle all that shit.”

      He put his bacon on his plate and turned off the gas burner. “Any suggestions on who?”

      “Baz,” Brantley said without hesitation.

      That gave Reese pause. “Really?”

      “Really.” Brantley took a swig of coffee. “I think we should put him in charge of the whole thing. Hiring, firing, organizing and shit. Let him take the reins. He needs something to ground him, and that would do it.”

      Reese hadn’t considered that. They’d originally hired Baz as an investigator because of his skill set. But a lot had happened since then. At the same time, a lot had changed.

      “Unless you happen to enjoy the role,” Brantley added.

      “Not particularly.” Reese didn’t care for the stress that came along with it. He was like Brantley in that he preferred to be working cases.

      “I even think he can manage the relationship with Z.”

      Since Reese’s brother had a difficult time keeping his nose out of their business, that was almost a full-time job in itself.

      Brantley continued. “With Baz at the helm, we can offer our services more widely. Assist high-priority cases in other states.”

      “Okay,” Reese said, picking up his fork. “We agree to hire four more people⁠—”

      “We’ll let Darius manage Charlie, Jay, and whoever we hire.”

      “Darius? Really?” Reese was honestly more surprised by that suggestion than by Baz running the whole thing.

      “He’s good at managing people,” Brantley explained. “Plus, it gives Luca the freedom to do what he does best. He’ll have to take over full-time while JJ’s on maternity leave, anyway.”

      Reese huffed a laugh. “You really think she’s gonna take time off.”

      “No. But I want to give her the option.”

      Reese knew JJ. She would find a way to balance motherhood and her job with the skilled precision with which she did everything. He wasn’t worried about any gaps there.

      “But that means you have to delegate,” Brantley said, pointing at Reese with his fork. “Let go of the minutia and trust them to do it.”

      “Says the control freak,” Reese noted with a laugh.

      “I know when to butt out.”

      He did, sure. Of course, that tended to be when it came to paperwork and conference calls.

      But Brantley did have a good point. Reese didn’t mind conceding that.

      “Okay,” he agreed.

      Brantley nodded once. “Good. That’s settled. Now. Let’s talk about this dinner with my family.”

      Oh, boy.
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      “Can we swing by the B and B before we go to HQ?” Jessica James asked as Baz reached the Coyote Ridge town limits.

      With their week 33 doctor’s appointment out of the way, she wanted to squeeze in a check-in before they went to work.

      “I thought for sure you were gonna ask for breakfast,” he grumbled, turning the truck toward downtown.

      “It’s too late for breakfast.”

      “Lunch then.”

      “Too early for lunch.”

      Baz glanced at her quickly, his eyes reflecting his exasperation. “Brunch.”

      She flashed a smile. “That comes after. If you’re nice.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      JJ grinned. “Unless you’re givin’ me a hard time about keepin’ on top of my wedding checklist.”

      “I’m fairly certain they’re capable of handling their reservations without your input,” Baz said as he pulled into the Double R Retreat parking lot.

      JJ had heard this same tired speech for the past few days.

      I’m sure the bakery can handle the cake without your wealth of baking skills.

      I’m sure the diner can handle the catering without your dishwashing knowledge.

      I’m sure Moonshiners can handle serving beer without your years of waitressing experience.

      Perhaps he had a point. JJ had to give Baz credit for not belittling her with his comments. He’d been teasing, and she knew it, but still.

      And maybe they could handle things without her hovering, but JJ needed to do something. And since it was her job as Brantley’s best woman to ensure this wedding went off without a hitch, she was seeing to every detail. No matter how small.

      Of course, she had the help of Iris Walker and Cindy Tavoularis, Brantley’s and Reese’s mothers. Since Brantley’s mom had more time than the rest of them, she’d taken charge of ensuring the wedding setup was taken care of—hiring and scheduling vendors for furniture and decorations, dealing with the registry, etc. Iris was also working with Cindy on the catering aspect. And Reese’s mother was taking care of the guest list, following up on RSVPs, and ensuring everyone had a room. Plus she was taking care of the gift bags for guests.

      That left JJ to oversee everything else. Namely, setting up a bachelor party to beat all bachelor parties, along with ensuring both grooms made it to the altar without a hitch. And because she had some free time, she was following up with everyone to ensure they’d done their parts. And yes, that included checking in with Ramona Weber at Batter & Bliss to confirm the cake would be ready and checking in with Rafe Sharpe, the new owner of Moonshiners, to make sure he was prepared for the mini bachelor party—which, as of right now, Brantley and Reese believed was the only one they were getting. Last but not least, she had to check with Bailey Weber, the woman now in charge of running the B and B, to make sure they were ready for the guests.

      “We’ll let Bailey determine that,” she said, reaching for the door handle.

      Baz sighed, but he got out of the truck and walked around, joining her as they walked up to the old farmhouse that had been converted into a bed and breakfast years ago.

      She waited until Baz opened the door before leading the way inside, taking in the beautiful space. Coming here never got old. JJ loved the open, homey atmosphere, especially when it was empty, and she could admire the decor without worrying about invading the privacy of their guests.

      “Good mornin’. I’ll be right with you,” Bailey called from the kitchen.

      “She’s makin’ cookies,” JJ murmured, sniffing the air.

      “We’re about to have lunch,” Baz reminded her.

      “Brunch,” she corrected.

      “I’m havin’ a burger. I’ll call it lunch. If you eat now, you won’t be hungry⁠—”

      “Hey.” She smacked Baz on the arm. “I’m eatin’ for three. I don’t think a cookie’s gonna ruin my appetite.”

      As was the case any time she mentioned the twins who were nestled safely in her belly for the next six and a half weeks, Baz smiled, and it reached all the way to his eyes. From the day they realized she was pregnant—an unexpected but thrilling acknowledgment—her boyfriend had been smiling quite a bit more. JJ knew he was excited to be a dad, and now that he was going to be a dad times two, he was beside himself. And not in the panicked-we-won’t-have-everything-we-need-to-care-for-two-tiny-humans way that JJ was.

      Footsteps sounded from the den behind them. JJ turned to see Holt Callahan, the world-famous mystery writer, step out of the room, a laptop tucked under his arm.

      She figured it was silly to be starstruck by his presence, but she couldn’t help herself. Up until he moved to Coyote Ridge, JJ had never even heard of the guy. Since then, she’d been devouring all his books, one right after the other. He was her favorite author at the moment, so feeling giddy in his presence seemed normal.

      “Hey.” Holt’s expression lit up with pleasure. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Same,” JJ told him, accepting the hug when he offered it.

      No squealing. He’s a normal person. He might freak out. She repeated that in her head several times until she forced herself to release him and step back.

      Holt might’ve been a newcomer to Coyote Ridge, but he was settling in quite nicely. That hadn’t been the case a few weeks ago. The residents of the small town tended to look sideways at people they didn’t know well. Now that they knew Holt intended to stay, they were warming up to him. It helped that he was now in a committed relationship with Bailey and Rafe. Of course, people were still hesitant to open up to him too much since no one wanted to end up a character in one of his bestselling novels.

      Holt shook Baz’s hand. “What brings you by?”

      “JJ wants to hound Bailey about⁠—”

      “I do not want to hound anyone,” she countered, smacking his arm again.

      Holt chuckled, his voice lowering as he said, “Between you and me, Bailey’s a nervous wreck. She’s checked that everything’s in order at least a dozen times. She’s a perfectionist, and this is the first wedding she’s assisting with.”

      “First, but probably not last,” JJ told him, feeling better that he said that. Well, not the nervous wreck part. She didn’t want Bailey to stress too much, but it definitely eased her mind to know that Bailey was on top of things.

      “Tell me you aren’t revealin’ my deepest, darkest secrets,” Bailey said as she joined them, extending her arm toward JJ. “I brought you this.”

      JJ held out her hand to take the napkin-wrapped cookie that Bailey passed to her.

      “Oh, my God. It’s still warm.” Her eyes were wide as she looked at Baz. Yes, it was the little things that brought her great pleasure these days.

      Bailey followed with a hug. “How’re you doin’?”

      “Good,” she assured the younger woman. “Pretty much back to normal.”

      It was a lie, but she’d gotten good at making it sound legit. In her defense, she was trying her best to pretend she hadn’t been kidnapped by Molly Ryan and Sonny Gilbert, a couple of looney tunes who’d wanted to cut her baby out of her belly so that Molly could live happily ever after with Baz.

      “That’s good to hear. I’m glad you stopped by.” Bailey stepped back. “Iris dropped off the gift bags for the guests. I wanted to go through them with you. Make sure I have everything.”

      JJ flashed a smile at Baz. “See. Sometimes people are happy to see me.”

      Baz rolled his eyes and shook his head, smiling as he did.

      “Do you mind if I steal her for a minute?” Bailey asked Baz.

      “Not at all. You can keep her if you’d like.”

      JJ laughed because she knew Baz was trying hard to pretend he wasn’t following her around like a lost puppy. Not that she minded. Considering it hadn’t even been a month since she’d been kidnapped right off the sidewalk just a few dozen yards from where they stood, she happened to feel better when he was near. It was going to take some time for both of them to find a new normal.

      But she had faith that they would.

      “Do you mind if I eat while you talk?” JJ asked Bailey, patting Baz’s arm before following Bailey toward the kitchen.
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      While JJ went off to talk to Bailey, Baz followed Holt into the living room/community space and took a seat.

      “Can I get you somethin’ to drink?” Holt offered.

      “No. Thank you. I figure we won’t be here long.” He grinned. “She promised me brunch at the diner after this. Knowing JJ, that was code for her to harass the Talbotts about the menu the same way she’s harassin’ Bailey.”

      “Only nine more days, huh?”

      “Thank God.” Baz sighed. “I’m not complaining. Honestly. But JJ’s putting a lot of pressure on herself to ensure this goes off without a hitch. I’d prefer she take a breather.”

      Holt perched on the arm of one of the chairs across from him. “How’s she doin’? I can’t imagine it’s been easy for her.”

      Baz assumed, like most people he talked to, that Holt was referring to JJ’s kidnapping.

      “She’s okay,” he said honestly. “Better than I am, that’s for damn sure.” Baz hated to admit that, but he’d gotten used to it. Over the course of the past month, he’d come to terms with the fact that he was terrified that something was going to happen to her. He found himself staying awake at night simply to watch her sleep. And heaven forbid JJ wake up and see him doing it. Which she’d done. Several times. The last time she did, he’d gotten an earful.

      Of course, afterward, she’d distracted him with sex, so he didn’t mind the verbal lashing he’d taken because she thought it was creepy that he was watching her sleep.

      “And the babies?” Holt asked.

      Baz was no longer surprised that the entire town seemed to be aware they were having twins. He’d even gotten a phone call from Ethan Walker, letting them know they had quite a few things they’d tucked in storage if they needed extras. According to Ethan, you could never have too much stuff when you had multiples.

      “Dr. Tinder says they’re both doing well. Good weight and measurements.”

      “That’s good. Does he expect her to make it to term?”

      “Provided she doesn’t put too much stress on her body, he thinks it’s a possibility.”

      “That’s great news.”

      It was. Baz was grateful for that. Especially considering what JJ had been through.

      “And the people who took her? They in jail?”

      “For a good long while, if we’re lucky.” Baz hated talking about Molly Ryan and her crazy cohort, Sonny Gilbert. Hell, he hated thinking about them, although that was a feat he had yet to master. When he couldn’t sleep, they were what flooded his brain. Their harebrained scheme to fake their deaths and blame it on JJ had backfired in a big way and resulted in Baz being taken down to the station for questioning. But what worried him most was that they’d managed to come up with it at all. Who knew what would happen if they were ever rereleased into the world.

      “Enough about us,” Baz said, shaking off all thoughts of Molly and Sonny. “What about you? How’s the new book comin’?”

      Holt grinned wide. “My editor’s in love with it, so that’s a plus.”

      “I guess a new source of motivation does wonders for the creative process.”

      “That it does.” Holt’s entire expression shifted from the mere mention of Rafe and Bailey. It was clear to anyone who talked to the man exactly how in love with them he was.

      “Any wedding bells in your future?”

      “Yeah,” Holt answered decisively. “We’re settling in at the moment, but yeah, there’s definitely a happily ever after for us.”

      Baz was glad to hear it. He didn’t know Holt or Bailey well, but he’d gotten to know Rafe pretty well over the past couple of years. Being the bartender at Moonshiners, Rafe was the one you talked to when there was no one else to carry on a conversation with. Now that he owned the place, he’d become even more popular.

      “How’re the renovation plans comin’ for the bar?” Baz inquired. There’d been some hemming and hawing about how Moonshiners was going to be turned into a fancy suit-and-tie-required type of restaurant. A rumor started by the old timers who were pissed off at the thought of their favorite bar stools being replaced by linen tablecloths, no doubt. Rafe had cleared up the rumor by clarifying that the neighborhood bar was merely getting a facelift. Both to the building as well as the menu. He assured the naysayers that it would still be the same when all was said and done, only better.

      “As soon as I can get Rafe to give a thumbs up, we’ll get ’em underway.”

      “What’s the hold-up?”

      “Money.” Holt laughed. “Although I’ve got more than enough to help him, Rafe’s a stubborn man.”

      Prideful, Baz thought. Just like many of the men in this town.

      They both turned to look toward the doorway when they heard voices. JJ and Bailey appeared, both women smiling, which Baz took as a good sign.

      He got to his feet. “All good?”

      “Better than good,” JJ said, her eyes dancing with happiness.

      Baz loved to see that look on her face.

      “Bailey’s on top of it.”

      Baz bit back his I told you so, opting for, “Where to next?”

      “The diner.”

      “They’re catering, right?” Bailey confirmed.

      JJ nodded.

      Before she could go into all her concerns about what they might miss, Baz said, “I’m sure they’ve got⁠—”

      “For brunch,” JJ interrupted with a wink.

      Baz wanted to believe her. Really.

      “So it’s not all work, right?” Holt asked as he moved toward Bailey, putting his arm over her shoulder.

      Baz glanced at Holt. “Oh, it is. She’ll sneak in some questions under the guise of casual conversation.”

      “I will not,” JJ declared, then smiled sheepishly. “Okay, fine. Maybe I will.”

      Although Baz wished she would take a breather and put her feet up, he would gladly follow her around town all day if it made her happy. And maybe, at some point during those brief interruptions to his day, he could find the perfect time to ask this woman to marry him.

      As had become routine, he tucked his hand in his pocket and found the ring just to confirm it was there.

      It was.

      “Call me if you’ve got any questions,” JJ told Bailey as they walked onto the porch. “Anytime. Day or night.”

      “Preferably day,” Baz corrected.

      “I don’t think I’ll need to bother you.” Bailey giggled. “I hope.”

      “Don’t forget to tell Rex to call me when you see him,” JJ told her.

      “I won’t. Promise. If we don’t see you before, we’ll see you at the wedding,” Bailey called after them.

      “Why’s Rex gonna call you?” Baz asked as he opened the truck door for JJ.

      “I just wanna make sure he’s got everything he needs for the reception.”

      “Can’t you ask him at the rehearsal dinner? I thought that was the reason they did that.”

      “We’re not doin’ the rehearsal dinner here,” she explained when he joined her in the truck. “He said he needed a little more time. So, to be safe, we’re havin’ it at Moonshiners.”

      Baz frowned. “I thought that was where the bachelor party’s bein’ held.”

      “It is.”

      Baz opted not to say anything more. He was already confused. Since JJ told him the only thing he had to do was show up, he figured that was the best option.

      Getting from the B and B to the diner took only three minutes. Since it was almost ten, the early lunch crowd—translated to the older, retired set—had descended, meaning there was a wait.

      “Here, young lady,” an older man said when they stepped back from the hostess stand. He stood and gestured toward a chair. “Take my seat.”

      JJ beamed him with a radiant smile. “Thank you so much.”

      “How far along are you, dear?” the man’s wife asked when JJ sat beside her.

      “Almost thirty-four weeks.”

      The woman smiled. “Your first?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Congratulations, honey. Enjoy them while they’re little. They grow up much too fast.”

      Baz turned to peer around the restaurant, noting a lot of familiar faces. A few months ago, he wouldn’t have recognized hardly anyone, but it seemed the longer you lived in Coyote Ridge, the more friends you made. He’d always thought of himself as a big-city kinda guy, but he’d been wrong. He loved living here. Loved the people, the sense of community.

      Ten minutes passed before Rachel, the hostess and daughter of the owners, Charles and Myrna, came to take them to their seats.

      “You look like you’re gonna pop,” Rachel told JJ as they passed a row of booths filled with people.

      “I feel like it, too,” JJ told her.

      “Here you are. Table for two.”

      Baz pulled JJ’s chair out for her to sit down, and it was then he saw her. A woman sat at a two-seater table near the wall, alone. She was drinking coffee and staring at her cell phone. She looked familiar, and it only took a second for him to realize why.

      “Oh, my God,” JJ hissed, grabbing Baz’s arm and tugging hard.

      He eased into the chair on her left, looking at JJ, who was now staring at the woman.

      JJ leaned in, not looking at him, when she whispered loudly, “Is that who I think it is?”

      “I don’t know.” It was a lie because he knew exactly who JJ thought it was, and yes, he was confident that was her.

      Allison Bogart. The woman who’d worked for the task force for one day. That had been a year ago.

      Baz frowned. Had it only been a year? It felt like an entire lifetime since Baz had partnered up with Alison—one of many candidates they’d been interviewing for an investigator position—to search for a businessman who’d gone missing. They’d spent only a few hours together, but that was long enough to realize she wasn’t cut out for the sort of work they did. Her expectations were far too high to be successful. He’d never gotten the chance to tell her as much because Alison disappeared completely while they were still working the case. One minute she was there; the next, she was gone.

      “We need to find out for sure,” JJ said, her fingers curled around his arm.

      Baz shook off the shock and looked at JJ. “No. We don’t. We need to have lunch and then do the ten million other things on your to-do list to get ready for Brantley and Reese’s wedding.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “If that’s Alison, she could be here for a reason.”

      Baz was well aware of what her presence might mean. Since they’d managed to draw a dotted line from one of their former investigators—Decker Bromwell—directly to Allison Bogart, he figured it wasn’t a coincidence that she was in Coyote Ridge. However, they had agreed to push that case aside until after the wedding and after the babies were born.

      “I’ll just act like it’s a weird coincidence,” JJ said as she started to stand.

      “No.” Baz grabbed her wrist. “JJ. Let it go.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You have to,” he said, his tone low.

      “But—” JJ relaxed in her chair, glaring at him.

      “No. Brantley and Reese are getting married in nine days. And you’ve got a surprise bachelor party scheduled for the day after tomorrow. What’ll happen if we head down that road and it turns into a complicated case? You think they’ll take time out to get married, much less spend the weekend sowing the last of their wild oats? The answer’s no, baby. Leave it alone.”

      She swallowed, her eyes wide, and he could tell she was surprised by his adamant tone. Hell, he’d surprised himself, but now was not the time for them to get dragged into something that he feared was bigger than all of them. It was true; they’d put their discoveries on the back burner, purposely keeping them from Brantley at Reese’s insistence, but Baz hadn’t stopped thinking about it. Something was going on, and he feared Allison Bogart was just the tip of the spear.

      “Let’s focus on the important things,” Baz told JJ, loosening his grip and caressing her hand with his thumb. “Promise me, JJ.”

      Her expression softened. “Okay. For now.”

      For now would have to work.
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      “Hey! They made it!” Meghan, Brantley’s niece, shouted when he and Reese walked into his parents’ house shortly after six on Thursday evening.

      Brantley smirked at the girl. “You didn’t think we would?”

      Meghan hopped off the couch and hurried over to give Tesha love. The dog cherished every second of attention she got from the kids.

      “I didn’t,” Ashley muttered from her spot at the other end of the couch, her cell phone in front of her.

      Ashley and Meghan were like night and day in every way. While Ashley was the spitting image of their mother, Sadie, Meghan looked nothing like Brantley’s oldest sister and everything like her father, Devon. Ashley had thick dark hair and dark blue eyes, while Meghan’s hair was golden, and her eyes were the color of coffee. Their looks weren’t the only thing that was different. Now, anyway. At twelve, Ashley was quickly morphing into a surly teenager, and Meghan—only ten—still held the innocence and exuberance of a child.

      “Well, you’re twelve,” Brantley told her. “Your opinion’s often wrong.”

      She flashed those ocean-blue eyes up at him, and a smile slowly formed. “Whatever.”

      Ignoring her pre-teen, the-world-irritates-me attitude, Brantley asked, “Anything new on that phone screen?”

      “TikTok.”

      “Ah,” he said, like he had any idea what she was talking about. “Where’s your mom?”

      “Kitchen.”

      “Where’s your dad?”

      “Kitchen.”

      “Where’s Nana?”

      “Kitchen.”

      “Where’s your boyfriend?”

      “Kitch—” Her gaze darted to him. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “Yes, she does,” Meghan tattled. “His name’s Jake. He’s a teenager.”

      “Is that right?”

      “He’s thirteen,” Ashley snapped at her sister. “And he’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Yuh-huh.”

      Brantley couldn’t help it. He laughed. Having grown up with six siblings, he remembered these snap-fest conversations fondly.

      “Uncle Reese’s Pieces is here!” Eric shouted from the kitchen. “Hey, Uncle Reese’s Pieces! Got any candy?”

      “He realizes that’s not funny anymore, right?” Reese muttered to Brantley as they made their way through the formal living room to join everyone else in the kitchen.

      Brantley reached into his pocket, pulled out an orange package, and tossed it to Eric. The eight-year-old caught it, dangled the package of Reese’s Pieces for his dad to see, then threw his head back and let out a booming laugh.

      “That’s not helpin’,” Reese told him.

      “No, but it’s funny as shit.” Brantley walked over to his mother. “Hey, Ma. How’re you?”

      He planted a kiss on her temple when she leaned in and gave him a one-arm hug. “Can’t complain.”

      “I can,” he said, looking at his sisters, who were currently sitting around the table in the breakfast nook. “Who invited y’all?”

      Sadie flashed a smile, Tori rolled her eyes, and Bryn flipped him off, careful to keep her hand hidden from their father, who was getting up from his spot in front of the television just a few feet away in the den.

      “You,” Brantley said, pointing at April, his brother Cal’s fiancée. “You were invited.”

      She flashed an amused smile. “Thanks.”

      “Who’s playin’?” Brantley asked the group holding down the furniture in the den.

      “Bills and the Rams,” Killian answered without looking away from the television. “First game of the season.”

      “Who’re we rootin’ for?” he asked, though he honestly didn’t care.

      “Never the Bills,” Devon shouted back.

      That was why he’d asked. He loved getting his brother-in-law riled. The guy was a die-hard Cowboys fan, like most of the family.

      “Reese,” Frank said, patting Reese on the shoulder. “You hangin’ in there?”

      “I am.”

      “Glad to hear it.” Frank’s gaze shifted to Brantley. “And you, boy? You keepin’ on the straight and narrow?”

      “Always,” he lied.

      “He doesn’t do straight, Pop. Remember?” Bryn teased, causing some chuckles from the peanut gallery.

      “Have you heard from Trey?” Tori asked.

      Brantley looked at his sister. “No. Should I have?”

      She shrugged.

      “He said he’s bringin’ some people,” Bryn supplied. “Do you know who?”

      Brantley glanced at Reese and lifted his eyebrows. He didn’t miss the way Reese looked away as though he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t have been doing.

      He should’ve expected it, considering they were at his parents’ house for dinner on a Thursday night. That never happened. On the off-chance they could all get together, it was always on the weekend.

      “Uncle Trey’s here!” Meghan hollered. “He brought people! Pretty people!”

      Brantley looked at Sadie and raised his eyebrows. “Pretty people?”

      Sadie shrugged it off. “She thinks everyone’s pretty these days. Even you.”

      “And we don’t know why she’d think that,” Tori chimed in.

      Brantley moved over to lean against the wall when he heard the front door open. He waited patiently for his brother to come in and introduce his people.

      When Trey stepped into the kitchen, he stopped short, frowning at all the faces staring back at him. “What?”

      “Nothin’,” Brantley told him, grinning as Ava March and Magnus Storme followed him into the room.

      To Brantley’s surprise, his mother came around the counter and immediately greeted Ava and Magnus with hugs. His father did something similar, shaking Magnus’s hand and hugging Ava.

      “So you’ve met?” Brantley mused.

      Iris frowned. “Of course, we’ve met. Haven’t you?”

      “Oh, we’ve met, Brantley noted, staring at Trey. “We just haven’t been introduced since”—he waved his hand in Trey’s direction—“the change in his Facebook relationship status occurred.”

      Trey ignored him, then took Ava’s hand and led her toward the table. “Ava, I’d like you to meet my sisters, Tori, Sadie, and Bryn. And this is April, my soon-to-be sister-in-law.”

      Brantley glanced at Magnus, whose attention was now on Tesha. The dog trainer had never met a dog he didn’t like, and because he’d taught Tesha everything she knew, she happened to be his biggest fan.

      Brantley elbowed Reese, urging him to say something.

      Reese glared back at him.

      Brantley rolled his eyes. “Fine. I’ll ask.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      Brantley flashed a watch me grin and waited until Magnus looked up. “So, this is a thing, huh? The three of you? If you don’t mind me askin’, what exactly is your intention with my brother?”

      “Shut it, Walker,” Magnus muttered, laughing as the color in his cheeks rose.

      Brantley dropped all pretense of teasing and walked over to shake Magnus’s hand. As soon as Magnus’s palm touched him, Brantley jerked him in for a hug. “Seriously, man,” he said softly, “I’m very happy for all three of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      When he released Magnus, he turned to find Trey and Ava standing there.

      “You remember my pain in the ass brother, Brantley,” Trey introduced.

      Without preamble, Ava hugged him. Remembering how fragile she’d been the last time he’d seen her, instinct kicked in, and he was careful as he hugged her back.

      “Good to see you,” Reese told her when she went to hug him too.

      “So it’s really a thing?” Brantley asked Trey.

      “It’s really a thing,” Trey said with a grin.

      A knock sounded from the front of the house, and Meghan raced to get it, shouting, “Aunt JJ’s here! Oh, wow! She’s big!”

      “Hey, now. I’m not big. The babies are big.”

      Baz’s laughter echoed from the front room.

      A moment later, JJ and Baz joined them in the kitchen. The moment she saw Ava, she gave the woman a hug, clearly not surprised to find her and Magnus there with Trey.

      Not that Brantley was, either. He knew something was going on with his brother, but Trey hadn’t bothered to clue him in on the details. Then again, he knew exactly what it felt like to have that new love and to want to keep it to yourself for a little while. But it was the first time in a long time he’d seen his brother truly happy, and it looked damn good on the man.

      “Who’s ready to eat?” Iris asked.

      “That means set the table,” Frank said, barking the command the same as he had back when they’d all been growing up in this very house.

      The sound of chairs scooting and butts lifting echoed in the space as everyone moved to do their chore of getting the dining room table prepared for the feast.
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      “Are you excited?” Bryn asked, her question aimed at Reese.

      Since they’d been talking about the upcoming wedding for the past ten minutes, Reese didn’t ask her to clarify.

      He finished chewing and nodded. “I am, yes.”

      “Are you nervous?” Meghan asked from beside him. “I mean, you’ve gotta stand up in front of all those people. Everyone’s gonna be watchin’ you. Doesn’t that freak you out?”

      “A little, yeah,” Reese admitted to the ten-year-old. Even more so now that she’d emphasized it as though it were the most horrific thing that could happen.

      “What happened to your ring?” she inquired, just one of many questions she’d pelted at him since they sat down at the dinner table.

      “We put ’em away until the wedding,” Brantley explained. “That way, we can exchange them in front of all those people who’ll be starin’ at us.”

      That didn’t help either.

      “You’re usin’ the old rings?” Ashley’s lip curled as though that was the most disgusting thing she’d ever heard.

      “Ignore her,” Sadie said before looking at them again. “Her manners are on the fritz now that she’s twelve.”

      “Whatever,” Ashley mumbled.

      “Is your sister comin’ in for the wedding?” Bryn asked.

      “She is,” Reese confirmed. “Friday, I think.”

      Luckily, the topic ventured away from them and on to various other things. Reese chimed in when asked something directly. The rest of the time, he soaked up the big family dynamic. It was always interesting to come over here, regardless of how many people were there. Whenever they did, he found himself a bit homesick, wishing his mother, Z, and Jensyn lived closer. The fact that he talked to all of them often helped, but he wouldn’t mind seeing them more.
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          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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